The phylogeny of the complement system and the origins of the classical pathway.
The origins of the complement system have now been traced to near to the beginnings of multi-cellular animal life. Most of the evidence points to the earliest activation mechanism having been more similar to the lectin pathway than to the alternative pathway. C1q, the immunoglobulin recognition molecule of the classical pathway of the vertebrates, has now been shown to predate the development of antibody as it has been found in the lamprey, a jawless fish that lacks an acquired immune system. In this species, C1q acts as a lectin that binds MASPs and activates the C3/C4-like thioester protein of the lamprey complement system. The classical pathway can, therefore, be regarded as a specialised arm of the lectin pathway in which the specificity of C1q for carbohydrate has been recruited to recognise the Fc region of immunoglobulin.